The Tigris Ferry
Here flocks were being brought across in a flat-bottomed
shahtur. They were gathered in groups at the foot of the
low mud cliff opposite, like vine-clusters: below them, the
hovels of east Balad jut into the stream, scarce distinguish-
able from the mud-flats which generate them: above, the
uninhabited river flows in a wide and empty bend by empty
islands; small grey whirlpools eddy down the flood, turning
on their own axis like the solar system; the prehistoric flat
barge, crowded with sheep with their heads down, came
slowly, urged by plank-like oars; and over the whole
scene, in its flatness and leisure, lay that singular peaceful-
ness, that desert enchantment made of Loneliness and Time.
One of my ideas of happiness is to sit on a river bank
waiting for a ferry. It is much pleasanter than dinner
parties, which are spoilt by the fact that one has to think of
more than one thing at once. Two donkeys agreed with
me, or would have if they knew what dinner parties are.
They stood head to tail, and practised collective security by
flicking the flies off each other's noses in a mute and happy
companionship independent of the labours of conversation.
A woman from Balad stood waiting also, swathed in black
with tattooed lips; she took proffered slices of the oranges
we were eating and wrapped them carefully in her long
sleeve for her sick child. She stooped to the stream to
pick up the rind which we had carelessly cast away; it also
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